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Japan's imports of vegetables from leading exporting countries,  
average 1996-2001

Billion yen

Figure 7.2

Source: Japan Tariff Association, Japan Exports & Imports.
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Table 7.1—Japan's leading vegetable imports, 1996-2001 average 
volume, value, and unit value

Quantity Value Unit value

Metric tons Bil. yen Yen/kg

Potatoes, processed, frozen 259,817 29.32 116 
Mushrooms, fresh 37,202 26.04 754 
Broccoli, fresh/chilled 80,337 14.34 182 
Green soybeans, frozen 70,767 13.29 194 
Mushrooms and truffles, dried 11,734 11.62 1,021 
Asparagus, fresh/chilled 22,452 11.54 518 
Pumpkins, fresh/chilled 138,465 10.70 77 
Vegetable mixtures, provisionally preserved 90,242 10.32 111 
Vegetable mixtures, dried 21,889 8.91 402 
Onions and shallots, fresh/chilled 226,815 8.42 39 
Taros, frozen 53,691 6.95 128 
Sweet corn, frozen 49,483 6.83 140 
Peppers, fresh/chilled 12,731 5.59 565 
Burdock root, fresh/chilled 78,025 5.04 65 
Mung beans, dried 51,606 4.64 91 
Spinach, frozen 43,336 4.53 111 
Beans, except soy, frozen 33,046 4.44 138 
Peas, fresh/chilled 18,411 3.39 196 
Cucumbers, provisionally preserved 50,673 2.86 55 
Leeks, fresh/chilled 27,286 2.78 130 
Bamboo shoots, dried 2,955 2.77 103 
Garlic, fresh/chilled 27,298 2.72 934 
Osmund (fern), dried 2,218 2.63 1,153 
Adzuki beans, dried 28,061 2.17 80 

Note: Average for burdock based on 1999-2001 data only.

Source: Japan Tariff Association, Japan Exports & Imports.
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potato products, fresh broccoli, fresh and dried onions, frozen and dried
sweet corn, and asparagus are the leading commodities. New Zealand is the
third most important supplier, exporting pumpkins, fresh onions, frozen
sweet corn, and fresh peppers. 

Seasonal differences are a factor in Japan’s vegetable imports, especially of
asparagus, with large Southern Hemisphere and tropical shipments from
Oceania and Southeast Asia. Among the 10 largest suppliers to Japan, New
Zealand, Thailand, and Australia have seasonal advantages. However, their
market share, like that of most countries except China, tended to decline
slightly over the 1994-2001 period.

Tariffs on most vegetables are 3 percent for fresh imports, 6 percent for
frozen imports, and 9 percent for provisionally preserved and dried imports.
Higher tariffs apply to potatoes and sweet potatoes, sweet corn, taro, some
mushrooms, frozen and preserved burdock, and frozen peas and beans. The
highest tariff is 12.8 percent for sweet potatoes (table 7.2). 

These tariffs generally apply to both developed and developing countries.
Dried vegetables are an exception: tariffs are zero for the least-developed
countries, except for sweet corn, taros, shiitake mushrooms, and sweet pota-
toes. Fresh matsutake mushrooms and fresh burdock have a zero tariff for
all developing countries.

Fresh onions are subject to a gate price system, under which importers of
onions arriving with an import unit value below the gate price must pay
the difference between the gate price and the import unit value. If the
import unit value is low enough, however, a simple tariff (8.5 percent) is
applied. If the import unit value is above the gate price, no tariff is
applied. The system is designed to protect Japan’s onions from competi-
tion from similarly priced imported onions, but not from very inexpensive
or premium onion imports.

Japan has administered a quota on imports of dried beans and peas (except
chickpeas and lentils) for many years. Within the quota, a tariff of 10
percent applies. Outside the quota (120,000 tons per year), the tariff is 354
yen/kg ($2,927 per ton in 2001). The quota protects domestic production,
primarily of Azuki and kidney beans.

Besides the commodities affected by the quotas and the special case of
onions, Japan’s tariff regime does not constitute a major barrier to vegetable
imports. Far more important are phytosanitary barriers that affect the
imports of fresh vegetables. Imports of some vegetables are banned from
most countries, including the United States, because of disease restrictions.
Fresh cucumbers, eggplants, potatoes, and other important vegetables are
not imported in large quantities because of these restrictions. Other vegeta-
bles are affected by fumigation requirements designed to kill insects and
other pests at the arrival port in Japan. Fumigation often seriously damages
the quality of the imported vegetables, especially if they are soft or light-
colored. Lettuce and cauliflower have been particularly affected. Japan’s
officials fumigate whenever they see insects in a shipment, even if the insect
is already endemic to Japan (Ito and Dyck, 2002).
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Table 7.2—Tariffs on vegetables and fruits
Fresh Frozen Dried

Percent

Vegetables: 1/ 2/ 3/ 1/ 2/ 3/
Potatoes 8.5 9 12.8 10 0
Sweet potatoes 12 12.8
Tomatoes 6 9 9 9 0
Onions 4/ 6 9 9 9 0
Garlic and leeks 6 9 9 9 0
Cabbage and broccoli 6 9 9 9 0
Lettuce and spinach 6 9 9 9 0
Carrots and turnips 6 9 9 9 0
Burdock 2.5 0 0 12 12 9 9 0
Cucumbers 6 9 9 9 0
Peas and beans 5/ 8.5 9
Artichokes 6 9 9 9 0
Asparagus 6 9 9 9 0
Peppers and eggplants 6 9 9 9 0
Celery 6 9 9 9 0
Sweet corn 10.6 9
Pumpkins 6 9 9 9 0
Lotus roots 6 9 9 9 0
Taros 10 9 9 9 9
Matsutake mushrooms 3   0 0 6 9 9 9 0
Shiitake mushrooms 6 9
Other mushrooms 6 9 9 9 0

Fruits:

1/ 2/ 3/ 1/ 2/ 3/ 1/ 2/ 3/ 1/ 2/ 3/ 1/ 2/ 3/

Bananas 6/ 25 20 0 20 10 0 3 0 0
Dates
Figs 6 5 0
Pineapples 7.2 7.2 0
Avocadoes 7/ 3 3 0 12/7.2 12/3.6 0 12 10 0 3 3 0
Guavas and mangoes 7/ 3 0 0 12/7.2 12/3.6 0 12 10 0 3 0 0
Oranges 6/
Mandarins/tangerines
Lemons
Limes
Grapefruit 6/
Grapes 6/
Melons
Papaws/papayas 7/ 2 2 0 12/7.2 12/3.6 0 12 10 0 7.5 7.5 0
Apples
Pears
Apricots
Cherries 8/
Peaches
Plums
Strawberries 7/
Berries 7/
Currants/gooseberries 7/
Cranberries
Kiwi
Durians, rambutan, passionfruit, etc. 7/ 5 2.5 0 12/7.2 12/3.6 0 12 10 0 7.5 7.5 0
Persimmons

Notes:
Not an authoritative source for Japan's tariffs.  For that, see Japan Tariff Association, Custom Tariff Schedules of Japan.
  1/  If preferential tariffs exist, the column applies to developed country exports.
  2/  If preferential tariffs exist, the column applies to developing country exports; if not, it applies to all countries.
  3/  If preferential tariffs exist, the column applies to least-developed country exports.
  4/  Tariffs are zero if the import unit value exceeds 73.7 yen/kg; 8.5 percent if the import unit value is less than 67 yen/kg; and the difference between  
        73.7 and the import unit value if import unit values lie between 67 and 73.7 yen/kg.
  5/  A tariff-rate-quota is in effect for dried beans and peas.  Within the quota, the tariff is 10 percent. Outside the quota, the tariff is 354 yen/kg.
  6/  Seasonal tariffs apply to one or more of the processed categories (frozen, provisionally preserved, or dried), indicated by two tariffs separated by a /.
  7/ Tariffs differ in one or more processed categories, depending on whether sugar has been added. The first tariff refers to product with sugar added,  
      and the second to product without added sugar. Tariffs are separated by a /.
  8/ Tariff in the frozen category is for sour cherries containing added sugar.  Tariff on other cherries is 12 percent.

Source: Japan Tariff Association, Custom Tariff Schedules of Japan, 2002.
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Future Prospects for 
Japan’s Vegetable Trade

Japan’s trade in vegetables is likely to grow in the future. Consumption will
be flat or decline (as the population begins to decrease), but Japan’s produc-
tion is relatively high cost and vulnerable to international competition.
Import penetration is already high in the provisionally preserved, dried, and
frozen vegetable categories, but low among fresh vegetables. Fresh vegeta-
bles offer the principal opportunity for trade growth. The major barrier to
their import is the existence of stringent phytosanitary barriers. Assuming
that these barriers can be overcome, several factors influence the import
potential of vegetables:

● Japan’s consumers put a very high value on freshness. This is one of the
main strengths of Japan’s own vegetable production, which increases the
probability of very fresh delivery. Among exporting countries, the empha-
sis on freshness gives a major advantage to the four economies geographi-
cally close to Japan: South and North Korea, Taiwan, and eastern China.
North Korea lacks the infrastructure for large-scale trade. The other three
economies are well-connected to Japan by shipping routes.

● Japanese consumers also emphasize the quality, visual perfection, and
taste of vegetables. Again, this favors domestic producers, who know
their customers well. Extra quality adds to both the cost and the riskiness
of vegetable production. If a costly, high-quality vegetable is being pro-
duced just for one market (e.g., only for export to Japan), there is more
risk than if it is produced for two or more markets. Economies with
large domestic markets that offer a price premium for quality can pro-
vide a second market, additional to Japan. Examples are Taiwan, South
Korea, the Netherlands, the United States, and a few other wealthy
economies. This is less true for China. 

● Naturally, other things being equal, Japan’s consumers prefer lower
prices. This favors exporting from regions such as eastern China, parts of
Southeast Asia, and Mexico. To a lesser extent, exports from the United
States, South Korea, and Taiwan also benefit from being priced lower
than domestic produce in Japan.

● Tariffs vary by country of origin, in some cases. Japan applies tariffs
bound under the WTO process to almost all countries, whether or not
they are WTO members. The important exception is nearby North
Korea, whose horticultural exports face significantly higher tariffs than
exports from the rest of the world. Japan also grants two levels of prefer-
ential tariffs, chiefly for dried vegetables; developing countries can
export these products to Japan with tariffs lower than the WTO bound
tariffs, and a group of least-developed countries can sometimes export to
Japan with no tariff at all (table 7.2). Among the main exporting areas,
China, Southeast Asian countries, and South Africa benefited from pref-
erential tariff treatment as developing countries (as of 2000), while the
United States, the EU, South Korea, Taiwan, Australia, and New Zealand
faced higher tariffs.

● Finally, stability of supply is very important to Japan’s middlemen and
retailers. This encourages them to diversify their sources of supply, in
order to avoid being left without vegetables in the event of a weather



3 Data on Japan’s imports in the fol-
lowing pages come from Japan Tariff
Association, Japan Exports & Imports,
as provided electronically by the
World Trade Atlas.

problem in one producing area. Firms also wish to avoid seasonal inter-
ruption of supplies. Thus, a supply network that includes imports as well
as domestic production has advantages for distributors, because it
reduces the risk from bad weather in Japan. Southern Hemisphere pro-
ducers help provide diverse supply bases as well as offering vegetables
in Japan’s off-seasons.

These factors point to growing imports for Japan, particularly as production
in eastern China achieves higher levels of quality. However, the insistence
on freshness and quality is likely to support continued large-scale produc-
tion in Japan itself indefinitely, and a gradual increase in imports and
decrease in domestic production is much more likely than a sudden collapse
of Japan’s production.

Trade in Fruits

Japan’s fruit/nut imports,3 almost $2 billion in 2001, have grown slowly and
erratically in volume over the last decade. The leading fruit imports, in
volume and value, are bananas, grapefruit, lemons, and oranges (table 7.3).
Kiwifruit and cherries are important high-value imports, and pineapples add
a large volume. The leading nut imports are chestnuts and almonds. 

Japan’s fruit trade can be divided into five categories: nuts, dried fruit, provi-
sionally preserved fruit, frozen fruit, and fresh fruit (fig. 7.3). Import quanti-
ties of nuts, dried fruits, and provisionally preserved fruits are fairly stable,
but frozen and fresh fruit imports have been growing. Import growth in these
categories is occurring because of the introduction of new fruits into wide use
in Japan, supplied by imports; new uses of familiar fruits, especially of
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Table 7.3—Japan's leading fruit and nut imports, 1996-2001 average
volume, value, and unit value

Quantity Value Unit value

Metric tons Bil. yen Yen/kg

Bananas 979,388 59.65 61
Grapefruit 258,312 27.02 105
Lemons 86,549 14.40 167
Oranges 125,632 13.92 114
Chestnuts 34,264 12.81 373
Cherries 14,223 10.96 792
Kiwifruit 41,220 10.51 255
Almonds 20,397 8.95 447
Other frozen fruit 30,653 8.50 279
Other fruits and nuts, provisionally preserved 39,520 8.27 211
Pineapple 98,264 5.63 57
Raisins 29,960 5.60 185
Strawberries, frozen 28,918 5.26 183
Walnuts 8,898 4.75 535
Prunes 18,491 4.64 250
Strawberries, fresh 5,141 4.32 845
Melons 33,781 3.78 112
Mangoes 9,162 3.08 337
Avocados 10,250 2.62 262

Note: Unit value is the average of annual unit values calculated for the 6 years 1996-2001.

Source: Japan Tariff Association. Japan Exports & Imports.
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imported frozen fruit; imports of fresh fruit in the off-season; and competition
that imports are giving to domestic products on price and quality.

The United States and the Philippines dominate Japan’s imports, together
supplying over 55 percent of the total value. Philippine exports are fresh
tropical fruits, mainly bananas, followed by pineapples and mangoes 
(fig. 7.4). U.S. exports are diverse, spread across all the categories except
provisionally preserved fruits. Citrus fruits, led by grapefruit, constitute over
40 percent of U.S. exports to Japan by value. Besides citrus, the United
States is the leading supplier of other fresh fruits, frozen and dried fruits,
and nuts. 

Both the value of Japan’s total fruit/nut imports from the United States and
the share of total import value accruing to the United States have fallen in
recent years. From 1994 to 2000, the U.S. share of fruit/nut imports fell by
almost 9 percentage points, from 47 to 38 percent, although the share
increased in 2001 to 39.8 percent. Japan’s imports from South Korea and
Taiwan also fell, but imports from the Philippines, China, Mexico, Ecuador,
New Zealand, South Africa, and Chile each grew by more than 1 percent of
Japan’s total import value. From 1994 to 2000, imports from South Africa
tripled in value, and those from Mexico and Chile doubled. Fruit imports
from South Africa, Chile, and New Zealand increased in part because these
countries have growing seasons opposite to Japan’s. Increased imports from
the Philippines and Ecuador were chiefly bananas. China’s trade with Japan
increased mainly because it displaced provisionally preserved fruit that
previously was imported from Taiwan and South Korea. Preferential tariffs
for developing countries are not as frequent as for vegetables. However,
preferential tariffs apply to almost all the potential banana-supplying coun-

Japan's fruit and nut imports

Billion yen

Figure 7.3

Source: Japan Tariff Association, Japan Exports & Imports.
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4 These tariffs apply to imports from
developing countries. Higher tariffs
apply to imports from developed coun-
tries, and imports from least-developed
countries face a zero tariff.

tries, reducing the effective import tariff to 10 percent out of season and 20
percent in season.

Imports supplement and compete with Japan’s own fruit and nut production,
especially of oranges, kiwifruit, cherries, and chestnuts. Trade in some fresh
fruits important in Japan’s diet is very small, that is, trade in apples, pears,
peaches, persimmons, and mandarin oranges. This reflects both the strength
of Japanese production and the phytosanitary barriers maintained by Japan.

Tariffs on fruits range from 0 to 32 percent (table 7.2), and are generally
higher than for vegetables. No tariffs are collected on dates, lemons, and
limes. Some fruits are tariff-free from the least-developed countries, and
tariffs are sometimes lower for all developing countries than for imports
from developed countries. Tariffs on fresh oranges, fresh grapes, and
bananas are adjusted seasonally. Tariffs on oranges are 32 percent from
December 1 to May 31, and 16 percent otherwise. Grape tariffs are 17
percent from March 1 to October 31, and 7.8 percent otherwise. Banana
tariffs are 20 percent from October 1 to March 31, and 10 percent other-
wise.4 Besides grapes and oranges, tariffs are relatively high (17 percent) for
fresh apples, mandarin oranges, and pineapples. 

Aside from the tariff on oranges, the main barriers to fresh fruit imports into
Japan are phytosanitary. Phytosanitary regulations protect against the intro-
duction of diseases into Japan that could hurt domestic production. Japan’s
application of these regulations is very strict, requiring expensive protocols
that farms in foreign regions, where a disease is known to exist, must follow
in order to export to Japan. The protocols include onsite inspection by
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Japan's fruit and nut imports from leading countries, 
1996-2001 average

Billion yen

Figure 7.4

Source: Japan Tariff Association, Japan Exports & Imports.
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Japan’s authorities. Paying for the required changes in farm practice and
inspections adds considerably to the cost of imported fruits in Japan, and
makes them less competitive against domestic products. Japan also has
refused to allow procedures agreed to for one variety of a fruit (or
vegetable) to be recognized for other varieties of the same fruit. This means
that separate testing and application procedures must be developed for each
variety, adding to the expense of trade and delaying the beginning of trade
in a given variety, sometimes for several years. In 2000, Japan agreed to
allow most varieties of tomatoes, and all apple and nectarine varieties, to be
imported following the protocols laid down for individual varieties prior to
that date.

Future Prospects for Japan’s Fruit Trade 

Prospects for fruit trade vary significantly by category. Overall, consump-
tion is unlikely to increase and may decrease; Japan’s population growth has
slowed to near zero, and the government projects that a population decline
will begin before 2010. Import penetration for processed and simply
preserved fruits is already high and may not grow in the future. The trade in
fresh fruits is the most likely to grow. The main opportunities for growth are
for the temperate fruits, including apples, pears, peaches, persimmons,
plums, cherries, and strawberries. In those markets, if phytosanitary barriers
are reduced or met, the same attributes demanded in vegetables will be
important to increasing the flow of imports—freshness, quality and visual
perfection, taste, price, and stability of supply. 



Trade in fruits and vegetables has become steadily more important over the
last decades. The composition, volume, and direction of this trade have
changed as incomes and insistence on quality have grown on the demand
side, while technology and trade agreements have influenced the supply
side. Lower prices and greater availability of produce year-round, in tandem
with increasing incomes, have enhanced the array of fruits and vegetables in
the global consumer’s basket of goods. Other factors, such as concern for a
healthy diet and improved handling and transportation, have furthered the
globalization of fruit and vegetable trade. 

Globalization of markets is likely to continue as the basic factors of supply
combine with innovations in technology and lower trade barriers, enabling
suppliers to meet the preferences of a more affluent clientele. Developed
countries will continue to dominate global trade in fruits and vegetables, but
new varieties will find their way into the diets of the relatively affluent
everywhere. 

High per capita income, seasonal variation in production, and an aging
population’s demand for quality fruits and vegetables will continue to make
the EU a leading world importer. Because of its numerous preferential trade
agreements with neighboring countries in the Mediterranean basin and
former colonies, however, exports to the EU will not likely increase much
from countries not included in the agreements (such as the United States).
Meanwhile, EU exports of fruits and vegetables are not likely to be
restricted by WTO volume or value limits on subsidized exports as EU
members have easily met their commitments and are likely to continue to do
so. Thus, continued surplus production of some fruits and vegetables in the
EU could still be exported onto the world market with EU export subsidies.

Continued growth in the NAFTA market will allow for more fruits and
vegetables to be both exported and imported by the United States. U.S.
income growth will continue to stimulate fruit and vegetable imports even
with a depreciating U.S. dollar. An appreciating U.S. dollar would inhibit
exports in the short run, while stimulating imports. Trade growth in the
fresh tomato market can be attributed to NAFTA, and lower barriers to
trade will continue to allow imports to help fill the demand for high-
quality fresh tomatoes in the United States. NAFTA is a good example of
how a regional trade agreement can spur trade growth in fruits and vegeta-
bles; trade between the NAFTA members for all classes of fruits and
vegetables exceeded the growth of exports and imports involving countries
outside NAFTA. 

In Asia, the geographical distribution of trade will likely continue to change
as China becomes a larger importer and exporter and increases the quality
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of its produce. China’s trade in vegetables and fruits is increasing; its recent
investment in the sector has resulted in competitive products and points
toward a greater presence for China in global markets. At the same time, a
growing internal demand, and shortcomings in China’s marketing and distri-
bution system, will likely result in rising vegetable and fruit imports, at least
in the near term. In particular, if trade barriers are lowered or removed,
China’s consumption and trade of fruits and vegetables may increase. 

Japan will continue to play an important role in the global imports of fruits
and vegetables, in part because its domestic production is relatively high
cost and vulnerable to international competition. Import penetration is
already significant for provisionally preserved, dried, and frozen vegetables
and for processed and simply preserved fruits. The trade in fresh produce,
particularly fresh vegetables and temperate fruits such as apples, pears,
peaches, persimmons, plums, cherries, and strawberries, offers the principal
opportunity for growth. In those markets, if phytosanitary barriers are
reduced or met, the attributes of freshness, quality and visual perfection,
taste, price, and stability of supply will be important to raising the flow of
imports. Developed countries, particularly the United States, will be impor-
tant suppliers of increased Japanese imports because of the range and
quality of their produce, although China is becoming an important
competitor as its quality improves.

The global exchange of fruits and vegetables seems assured of an upward
trend if current tariff barriers are substantially reduced. Growing regional
trade agreements, an increase in negotiated bilateral free trade agreements,
and further liberalization as a result of current WTO negotiations will also
work to lower barriers to trade, allowing fruits and vegetables to enter
markets once unattainable. 

In the final analysis, it will be per capita income growth and freer trade—
stimulating new technology and lowering prices—that enable a greater
variety and quantity of fruits and vegetables to reach more markets than ever
before. For the United States, the exchange rate will play an important role
in variations in its positive long-term export trend. U.S. fruit and vegetable
trade is in a good position to profit from higher exports through improved
technology and marketing, while U.S. consumers will benefit from a greater
volume and variety of fruits and vegetables at lower prices. However, the
number of competitors in the global market is growing, with China the
country most likely to compete for markets where the United States has
traditionally been a major supplier. 
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